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INTRODUCTION 


“You do a lot of growing up when you're pregnant. 
It’s suddenly like, Yikes. Here it Is, folks. 
Playtime is over.” 

—Connie Fioretto- 


SS aamnnANee 
Have these thoughts crossed your mind during your pregnancy? 
What if there’s something wrong with my baby? 

What if | poop/puke/scream/cry in labor? 

Are my breasts the right size to breastfeed? 


What if I’m not a good mom? 


If any or all of these thoughts have crossed your mind and you've 
found yourself suddenly in a cold sweat (not hormone related) then 
this book is for you. Between these pages is the power to radically 
change how you think about pregnancy, birth and parenting. And 
how you think about these things changes the way you experience 
them. 
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So let’s do this! 


Here you are - pregnant...possibly terrified, and probably 
overwhelmed with the books, baby stuff and let’s not forget the 
buckets of unsolicited advice from the pregnancy police. Let me 
start off by saying how very humbled | am that you have chosen my 
book to help you prepare for one of the biggest (if not THE biggest) 
transitions of your adult life. (Yep you're officially an adult now). In 
your hands you're holding the equivalent of Harry Potter’s Book of 
Spells - except this isn’t about magic — it’s about mind, medicine 
and midwifery. But first lets address the elephant in the room - 
this is not a book about natural birth - my greatest wish for you 
is to have a positive experience - however you define that to be. 
That could be an epidural in the parking lot or swinging from the 
chandeliers a la Sia. 


GentleBirth is more of a mindset than a method. My approach of 
tried and tested techniques and exercises will challenge and change 
the way you think and shift your mindset incredibly quickly so you 
can savor this time even more and have a healthier more enjoyable 
postpartum period with your new baby (your partner will thank you 
too). 


I'm a midwife and a mother and am here to support you through this 
transition. So, although you may have been recommended my book 
to prepare for your baby’s birth, | want you to know that so much 
of what you're going to learn will help you long after your baby 
arrives. I’ve taken a brain science approach to pregnancy wellbeing, 
birth preparation, and parenting. It’s such an exciting time to be a 
midwife and to have an opportunity to share this information with 
yOu. 


As with all of the brain training in this book, if you find any practice 
emotionally challenging, give yourself permission to take a break for 
a few days and begin again or talk to your care provider. 
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| THE MOST IMPORTANT JOB IN THE WORLD 


Take a moment to imagine you are an alien who has just arrived on 
planet earth and you are pregnant (this new world of pregnancy and 
parenting often feels alien to almost every first-time mom). 


On planet earth, we tell women all the time that being a mother 
is the most important job they will ever do (and it’s true). You are 
about to take on the role of a lifetime. You are about to experience 
profound changes in your body, your mind and your heart...it will 
change everything about you — how you see yourself, how the world 
sees you and how you see the world. If you were this alien you 
would start to realize how important you are and how life changing 
this next chapter of your life would be. 


Knowing this you would probably be very keen to find out what you 
can do to prepare for such an important job. What training do you 
need to succeed and where do you get this important training? What 
skills can you learn in the coming months to make this transition as 
empowering and as positive as possible? 


On planet earth preparing new mothers for the role of a lifetime 
doesn’t match up to the importance of this life-changing event in 
a woman’s life that we keep telling her about. If this pregnant alien 
went to a bookstore what would she find? (Inspiration doesn’t seem 
to make it to these shelves very often). 


It’s likely that she would find a lot of books that focus on everything 
that can go wrong during this time. On TV she would see more scary 
stories... What would other women tell her? They'd probably tell 
you how terrible birth is..and how difficult being a new mom is. 
Newfound friends might direct you to YouTube to watch videos that 
leave you terrified. Your care provider might even direct you to a 
class with other parents for 8 hours of training in diaper changing, 
baby bathing, the signs of labor and how your partner can massage 
you. These are all helpful to know but the skills of resilience, focus 
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and the ability to mother in a way that is self-compassionate and 
nurturing (the skills that really matter for the ‘role of a lifetime/ 
most important job on the planet’) are nowhere to be found. 


Wouldn't that pregnant alien feel very confused - aren't you? We 
keep insisting that this is the most important job in the world but 
the preparation we offer mothers is minimal and often focused on 
what's wrong instead of what's right. 


If this alien decided to become an accountant consider how much 
training and preparation they would have (4-year college degree 
plus about 20 hours of exams and countless hours of exam prep). 


If being a mom is the most important job in the world then we need 
to up our game. 


What if that alien had new training available to her, if she had the 
ability to prepare for birth - and life after birth with tools and training 
that inspired, uplifted and excited her about the changes ahead? 


Starting around 12 weeks that mom would have completed several 
thousand hours of preparation just using the GentleBirth App. Best 
of all most of that preparation is done at home...on the couch or In 
bed for about 20 minutes each day. You could also attend a live class 
with your partner of an additional 12 hours and ongoing support 
from your Instructor and a global community of well prepared new 
moms. We've made It easy to prepare for the most important Job 
ever - and enjoyable too! 


What if that preparation left you feeling confident and reassured that 
even with these great changes and great challenges of motherhood 
- also comes great joy. 
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“You had the power all along my dear” 
-Glinda the Good Witch- 


Words have power and the stories you tell yourself about birth 
and parenting impact your pregnancy and your body during labor 
and birth. Will your beliefs and thoughts about yourself make your 
baby’s birth and parenting experience more manageable or more 
challenging? Every woman has the potential to have a positive birth 
experience but some of us need more convincing or we don’t believe 
we are deserving enough. Think about whether you might be getting 
in the way of your positive birth and how you can change that. That 
potential for great births is in all of us but it’s been hidden away, 
buried deep under layers and layers of misinformation, dramatic TV 
shows, and fear. I’m going to help you to uncover the innate wisdom 
every mother has - that “knowing” that there has to be a better way, 
a more gentle way. You already know how to grow your baby; it’s part 
of your genetic makeup. Let’s face it as human beings we’re pretty 
good at birth (we continue to overpopulate the planet each year). My 
intention is to remind you of something you have long forgotten, a 
rediscovery of your power. Today you can begin immersing yourself 
in the new science of positive, healthy, powerful, and gentle birth. 
Day by day your thinking will begin shift and your body will begin to 
respond to the anticipation of the birth process rather than the fear 
of it. You begin to act as if a positive birth isn’t just possible - it’s 
probable. I'll be with you every step of the way and next to you as 
you bring your baby into the world. The voice in your ear telling you 
that “you can do it” will be so much louder than the voice in your 
head telling you that you can’t. You've got this. 
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| THE GENTLEBIRTH APP 


Reading this book is a great start to a more enjoyable pregnancy and 
birth but to take your birth preparation to the next level download 
the GentleBirth App (available in the App Store or Google Play with 
a free trial). Depending on your unique journey the GentleBirth App 
will guide you in your daily practice and support you in any twists and 
turns you may have to navigate. Come meet our growing community 
of GentleBirth moms around the world in the GentleBirth official 
private Facebook group - a sanctuary created to Inspire, uplift and 
excite you during your pregnancy. For readers who prefer a more 
hands-on experience and plan to take our immersive classes, you'll 
find a list of GentleBirth Instructors at http://www.GentleBirth.com 


BIRTH STORY | 


The Perfect Birth 


| thought | should get around to sharing my GentleBirth story before 
| forget too many details! My actual birth experience was better than 
| had ever envisioned my ‘perfect birth’ could be. | had an atypical 
experience; my doula and the hospital nurses had never seen 
anything like it. I’m so thankful to the GentleBirth community for 
helping me grow and welcome our daughter into our family! (sorry 
this birth story is quite verbose) 


| attended a GentleBirth workshop early (at 5 months), since | would 
be travelling, and am so glad | attended when | did! | started the 
hypnosis and mindfulness training immediately. It took me many 
months to be comfortable doing them without any tracks and also 
became part of my daily routine. It also helped me stay positive 
through my pregnancy, when the ultrasounds kept saying she was 
small for her size (she was born perfectly normal!). 


| started my maternity leave 5 days prior to my due date (Oct 17) 
and was feeling wonderful. | was confident and excited to introduce 
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our first child into the world. | had a doula that I’d talk to constantly 
and loved. She helped me create an all-natural birth plan that | 
rehearsed in my head many times (which included spending the 
majority of labor at home, then rushing to hospital to give birth in 
under an hour). | had a hospital bag packed with Wonder Woman 
socks and sports bra, yoga pants and snacks for the nurses. | also 
had a gift bag of goodies | put together for my husband after the 
birth. 


Twice during my 39th week, | had 12 hours of prodromal labor 
throughout evenings. They would start around 10pm and intensify 
throughout the night, then fizzle out the next morning. | even called 
my doula and midwife convinced | was In labor at 3am once! These 
surges were some of the worst | experienced throughout this journey, 
but|I was able to use deep breathing techniques and counter pressure 
to get through them with a smile. At 39 w 6 d, my midwife said | was 
dilated 4 cm and guessed | would give birth within the next few days 
(| was thankful the prodromal labor was doing something). At 40w 
6d, my midwife swept my membranes (without asking, and just told 
me that she “stirred things up”), but | just took this as something | 
couldn’t control and accepted it. At 41 wk, | had another episode of 
prodromal labor; this one starting in the afternoon. This time, | put 
on pop music and danced with my husband through every surge 
and we had a ton of fun. In between surges, we watched movies and 
got most of the way through a Where’s Waldo book. The next day, 
| was laying on the couch, watching Twilight (guilty pleasure), and | 
thought my water may have broken, so | called my midwife’s office. 
The nurse told me she didn’t think | had, since | wasn’t having any 
pain or surges, but she’d tell the doctor anyway. To keep my mind 
occupied that night, my husband and | went out shopping and ate 
delicious Mexican food. When returning home, the doctor called 
and suggested that | go into the Birthing Center and get checked, 
just to be safe. | arrive around 7pm and the midwife on call said | 
was between 6 and 7 cm and said that she could see hair (I wasn’t 


TRACY DONEGAN CHOSCHCHHOHOHHHSHOHOHHHHOHHOHHOHHHEHHHEHEHHOOSHHHOH OOO EHO EEO® 


leaving the hospital). She was shocked that | was still smiling and 
not in any pain (other then minor back ache). 


Decked out in my Wonder Woman attire, | watched football with 
family, walked laps around the halls with my doula and had a dance 
party with my husband and doula through intermittent surges. At 
3am, | was at 9.5 cm and still smiling and walking the hallways. The 
nursing station was shocked and amused every time I’d pass, smile 
and wave. | hadn’t changed at all when the midwife re-checked at 
7am, right before shift change and mentioned that the next midwife 
might suggest augmentation, since | wasn’t progressing or having 
normally spaced surges. She was right and this initially terrified me! 
My husband and my doula kept reminding me to stay positive and | 
was placed on Pitocin at 10am. The nurse increased my Pitocin dose 
quite quickly, and soon | was having 5 min long surges with little to 
no rest in between. At 2pm (19 hrs at the hospital), | was exhausted 
from all the dancing and pain and was given a pain reliever through 
the IV (Nubian). | was so thankful for a few minutes of respite! An 
hour later | was able to start pushing and at 41.3 weeks at 4:249m my 
beautiful baby girl was born at 8 lbs. 


THE MISSING LINK 


As you've no doubt noticed from your lustrous locks and developing 
cankles your body undergoes incredible physiological changes 
in pregnancy, so it seems reasonable that your brain undergoes 
significant changes too. All joking aside pregnancy changes your 
brain but not in the ways that your favorite sitcom would have 
you believe. Very few birth professionals have been taught about 
this complex “engine” (your brain) that controls your pregnancy, 
birth, and breastfeeding experience. Don’t believe me, ask your OB 
or midwife about brain plasticity in pregnancy and be prepared 
for an uncomfortable silence and probably some awkward paper 
shuffling. Over the last decade, there has been an increased focus 
on comfort measures for labor - water birth, doulas, peanut balls 
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but all of these happen when pain already exists - essentially after 
the horse has bolted when you're IN pain. By learning how you can 
sculpt, remodel, and retrain your brain to “think again” - you can 
change those pain signals and how your brain interprets them. After 
your baby arrives your ‘mommy brain’ will, in fact, help you be more 
sensitive and responsive to your newborn baby — your brain is being 
sculpted for survival of the species. 


Recent studies indicate (contrary to the media reports) that your 
brain “upgrades” in pregnancy. During pregnancy and in the first 
hours after birth your brain has literally been reconstructed by 
hormones and by your interactions with your baby in the important 
hours after birth. Researchers Kinsley and Fransen describe these 
massive brain changes as being ‘like the revving of a high-powered 
sports car at the starting line’ getting ready for the starter’s signal 
for the new demands of motherhood. Are you impressed yet? 
Although | will admit that some days | felt like my brain was far 
from firing on all cylinders. Pass this section to your partner so they 
can read this too. In pregnancy you're like the bionic woman- your 
brain is being rebuilt. No doubt you’re well aware of the benefits of 
physical exercise. Training the brain brings additional improvements 
for health and wellbeing. Training your mind and sculpting your 
brain is not dissimilar to sculpting your biceps and, like any fitness- 
training program, It takes ongoing practice and daily commitment 
(but it’s so much more enjoyable and it won't leave your hair frizzy). 
One trip to the gym or a walk in the park does not significantly 
improve your health daily practice with the App makes a difference. 
If you're wondering how you'll fit in all of this wellness training into 
an already busy schedule — you'll be happy to hear that the longer 
brain training sessions in the App can be done from the comfort of 
your couch or bed...and you'll enjoy deeper, more restorative sleep 
during your pregnancy (what a nice side effect)! 


By reading this book, you’re are taking a big step forward toward 
a positive, empowering, and more comfortable birth experience 
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no matter what happens on the day and life skills that will stay 
with you forever as you parent more gently too. Each time you 
practice you're building emotional resilience - the ability to “bounce 
back” from setbacks and handle stressful situations in a healthier 
way. Resilience is the ability to face and handle life’s day-to-day 
challenges with a flexible and adaptable attitude throughout your 
life. 


Over the years, one of the most exciting aspects of my work isn’t 
the increase in positive births (although it is so thrilling to hear 
those incredible birth stories). Where GentleBirth really shines is 
the ability for moms and partners to handle whatever comes their 
way on the day. In the event of a difficult birth experience, you have 
the tools and insights to reframe a negative birth experience into 
something more positive — these are important skills to develop 
for parenting and you won't find them in other birth preparation 
programs. You are developing and mastering incredible skills for 
birth and parenting and not just building yourself a better brain 
but you’re changing how your baby’s brain develops too. Your daily 
training will change the way you respond to the world forever. 
Learning how to not “sweat the small stuff” changes your life and 
your experience of it - as a mother and a parent. 


You can use the App at any time during your pregnancy and 
experience the benefits of a more relaxed pregnancy and more 
positive mindset. 


Throughout the book you'll see that I’ve focused on three core areas 
of birth preparation for the most positive birth possible: 


1. Brain training. 
2. Physical comfort measures & head hacking. 
3. Negotiating the best birth for you (and your baby). 


With the daily practice recommendations, you and your baby can 
enjoy the benefits of less anxiety and more excitement (more sleep 
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is also a great ‘side effect’). It's my wish that this book brings more 
joy to your pregnancy and more calm back to your baby’s birth. You 
are Joining thousands of other women all over the world who are 
choosing to rethink birth - calm, comfortable, and in control. 


THE GENTLEBIRTH 
IMPACT ON BIRTH OUTCOMES 


Here’s where things get really interesting. In 2014 a large research 
study of 34,000 women compared different nonpharmacologic 
(natural) pain management approaches to labor (Chaillet 2014). 
When compared with other nonpharmacologic approaches to pain, 
childbirth education that was based on intentionally activating 
specific parts of the brain is associated with a significant decrease 
of epidural analgesia, caesarean births, instrumental delivery, use 
of synthetic oxytocin, longer labors and lesser maternal satisfaction 
with childbirth. The results were so impressive that the Canadian 
Association of Obstetricians created a clinical guideline based on the 
results so that careproviders understand more about the biology of 
pain to provide more effective support in labor. This book and your 
daily app practice mirrors the research recommendations. So If an 
unmedicated birth is important to you, the GentleBirth approach 
lines up with the most improved birth outcomes by any childbirth 
education approach available today. 
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Dr. Christiane Northrup, obstetrician and author of Women’s 
Bodies, Women’s Wisdom, expresses It well in her book when 
she forwards a challenge to all birthing mothers: 


“Imagine what might happen if the majority of women emerged 
from their labor beds with a renewed sense of the strength 
and power of their bodies, and of their capacity for ecstasy 
through giving birth. 


“When enough women realize that birth is a time of great 
opportunity to get in touch with their true power, and when 
they are willing to assume responsibility for this, we will 
reclaim the power of birth and help move technology where it 
belongs--in the service of birthing women, not as their master” 


BRAIN 


BIRTH STORY 


| Cannot Wait for Labor! 


“| cannot wait for labor. I’m not stupid, | know it can go in different 
directions to what | envisioned. But the one thing | absolutely know 
won't go In the wrong direction is my mindset. And to me that makes 
me a winner’- Leanne Keane (3 months before Leanne gave birth). 


THE BIRTH OF LILLIE 


My first two pregnancies, seven and five years ago, were very very 
different to this one. | was very overweight, extremely unfit and had 
zero confidence. Through changing enormously as a person since 
my third pregnancy and subsequent labor were very very different. 


Due to a tragedy within my immediate family last year, | was anxious 
as my “due” date approached. Half of me wanted so badly to wait for 
a spontaneous labor and the other half wanted to get started ASAP 
and be done with all the worry and fear. 


The day before my “due” date | hada minor meltdown with community 
midwife who sent me to the hospital for a full checkup and a chat 
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with the doctor. Thankfully the doctor | saw was very understanding 
of my feelings and agreed to an induction the following Saturday at 
40+4. | was instantly calm. | had no problem with being induced as It 
went so well previously (@ +14) and not once did | become nervous 
in the days that followed. 


Saturday morning arrived as | got the last bits together and kiddies 
went off with my father in law. Even still | was perfectly calm and 
ready to set about the task ahead. We arrived in the hospital, did 
admissions, etc., and waited for the doctor. Upon examination at 
9:30am, baby’s head wasn’t engaged and it was too risky to break 
waters so a 24-hour, slow-release propess was Inserted instead. 
Within the first hour | was having cramps and by 2:30pm | was having 
contractions that could be timed. | walked the corridors with my 
fast playlist in, did squats, took 20 minutes rest, used the birthing 
stool (but found it very uncomfortable) and sat on my yoga ball. 
On the ball | rocked my hips, leaning on the bed with earphones In 
alternating with my music playlist and the 10-minute GentleBirth 
meditation. By 6pm, the contractions were less than 2 minutes apart 
so the propess needed to be removed. Once It was, the contractions 
got much stronger and, over the next two hours, | was full sure 
we were on the home front. | mostly stayed on the ball, put all my 
attention on my breathing and actually found myself using hand 
gestures similar to a wave in line with my breath. | was so happy 
with how well | was working through it all. 


And then it stopped. By 8:30pm the contractions had _ basically 
disappeared. | had cramping in the hours after but nothing more. 
One of the community midwives came to see me at 11pm and advised 
me to get some sleep and see what the doc said in the morning. | 
won't lie, | was pretty upset. | had a little cry and off | went to sleep 
for 2 hours. (My dad owns an apartment 1km from hospital so my 
husband walked to it to get some sleep, safe in the knowledge he 
could be back in a flash if needed be). | woke at 1:30am and then got 
another one hour of sleep at some stage later. 


Sunday morning my husband was back by 7am. We had breakfast 
and anxiously waited for the doc to arrive. My concern was that 
there would be no more they could do for me and |’d be sent home 
and back to square one with the worry | had all along. Thankfully, 
the 6 hours work put in yesterday had brought baby’s head down 
low enough that my waters could be broken. | was thrilled. 


Once done, | was totally back in the game. Not much happened 
throughout the day, my parents came to see us and my mam ended 
up staying seven hours with myself and husband in the ward. We 
relaxed and chatted and ate and laughed with the sun shining in the 
window as we waited for my body to do its thing. By 8pm that night | 
was pretty shattered and fell asleep only to be woken an hour later 
with the first of the “official” contractions at 99m. No mistaken this, 
things were kicking off. 


Labor and Birth: 


9pm-11pm was pretty ok. Within 30 minutes | had my TENS machine 
on as | knew this was it. By 11:30pm, contractions were 2-3 minutes 
apart so | asked to be checked. Not quite far enough along to go to 
the delivery room. Community midwife gave me two heat packs, one 
for tummy, one for lower back, put my GentleBirth back on (Labor 
Companion and affirmations) and lay on my left side with husband 
doing hip compressions during each contraction. | feel | coped quite 
well throughout but by 1am was eager to get to delivery. 1:10am and 
it was time to go. 


Arrived in room 9 where my daughter had been born 5 years earlier, 
| was delighted it was available. We got settled In setting up my fan, 
my phone with speaker and the wireless trace was put on. | leaned 
on the bed (which the midwife had raised up) and swayed my hips. 
| used the gas and air, did squats on the exhale and spent a lot of 
time with my eyes closed. The first few tries of the gas and air | 
felt dizzy but | quickly realized | just needed to focus on my breath 
AFTER each contraction ended and the dizziness passed. We chatted 
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in between contractions about my playlist and the singers on it. | 
smiled as | spoke of how my mam used to sing the song playing, 
“The Greatest Love of All” by Whitney Houston. 


After some time | asked to use the shower. | LOVED it on my last 
labor. At this stage, it was 2:30am or thereabouts (as per my labor 
notes). | didn’t get to stay long as the trace kept moving. | also hit a 
bit of a wall and felt exhausted. | got out of the shower and lay on 
the bed but couldn't relax nor get comfortable. | tried the right side, 
all fours and leaning over the back. But I’d lost my flow. | asked for 
Pethidine—it was the turning point. 


Once administered, | actually began to lightly snooze in between 
contractions. When | felt one starting I’d put gas and air back in and 
when it passed I’d nod off slightly. Getting those few minutes each 
time totally rejuvenated me and gave me the energy | needed to 
continue. 


Some may find the rest of my story bonkers, some may resonate. But 
it was an experience that could only be felt. It’s for this reason it has 
taken me so long to try to put It into words as | simply don’t know if 
| can, but here goes. 


My head and my mind left the room. | went into the deepest state 
of relaxation I’ve ever experienced. | asked for silence in the room 
to allow me to stay where | had gone. My husband and midwife 
kindly obliged. | spent the next long while leaning over the back of 
the bed, TENS now gone, gas and air in hand. | was unaware of what 
was going on in the room. | could feel my body moving and swaying 
and rocking when | realized | wasn’t controlling it. There was no 
longer “pain” during the contractions. It was like as if, when each 
one began, a sensation changed In my body but it stayed at the one 
level. And then it went away again. 


While | was unaware of my immediate surroundings, | heard another 
mother in labor being very vocal. | just remember thinking it was like 


an animal noise. | could resonate with her. | could sense her. | felt 
she helped me and | helped her. If | did have any moments of doubt 
during this time, once | heard her vocalize | instantly felt “we're In 
this together”. The word | used to describe this whole experience to 
my dad later that day was primal. | felt a bit silly at first but that’s 
just how it felt. Like | was experiencing what animals do when they 
give birth—in fact, how it should be for humans also. 


By around 5:30am, my body started making sudden movements. It 
was almost like something was inside me and trying to get out— 
which is literally what was happening. | later read in my notes the 
phrase “expulsive contractions” and that’s exactly how it felt. It was 
my body signaling it was ready to deliver my baby. There was no 
need for examination to check | was 10cm, it was extremely clear. 


| became aware there were now more people in the room. The 
midwife had made a call Just to let others know we were about to 
deliver should she need assistance (my daughter was 9.14 lb. and had 
slight shoulder dystocia). | recall turning back around from leaning 
over the back of the bed, pulling my legs back and reaching down 
and feeling my daughter's head. | couldn’t believe it; | genuinely 
hadn't felt a thing. No burning or stinging sensation she had literally 
slid out. Inside that same contraction, with a bit of a push, 


Lillie Grace Keane was on my chest. At the very last moment, | got a 
bit lost. | remember squeezing my husband's hand but not knowing 
where | was for those few seconds (it was almost like coming around 
from being really dizzy). And then almost like somebody waking you 
from your sleep, | was back in the room. 


| remember looking out the window and wondering how it was 
bright, It was morning, 5:55am with the most beautiful red sky. 


Lillie lay on my chest under my nightdress and didn’t get dressed 
until the next day. She stayed in her nappy on my chest only coming 
out for feeds and a nappy change. Once we got to the ward she 
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latched on first go not a bother. 8 weeks later | can’t say it’s been 
an easy road with all sorts of problems but the main thing Is we're 
still breastfeeding and making progress. Having only lasted 1 day 
with Dylan and Ava I’m over the moon and absolutely loving it. The 
feeling you get when feeding, for me, is like the icing on the cake 
after a wonderful birth-something you would struggle to put into 
words—and | get to feel it all day every day. 


GentleBirth brought me back to neutral. Anytime throughout my 
pregnancy, my labor, my delivery that | drifted, it brought me 
back to where | needed to be. In the final days of my pregnancy 
when anxious | adjusted one affirmation to “I stay with my baby 
in these last few days”. Repeatedly in delivery, | reminded myself 
out loud, “soft body strong mind”. The 10-minute meditation was 
a Godsend when | was stressed in pregnancy. And the induction 
track helped me refocus what exactly induction Is; just a different 
starting point. 


Our baby Is here, 8 weeks old today, we are all in love and! am soso 
so thankful for the wonderful and beautiful experience that | finally 
got to see, that birth really is. 


| TELLING A NEW BIRTH STORY 


“In giving birth to our babies, we may find that we 


give birth to new possibilities within ourselves.” 
—Myla and Jon Kabat-Zinn- 


ttt 


Don’t Hook Your Happiness on One Kind of Birth 


I'm not going to tell you that your birth will be pain free, easy or 
short and if anyone does run the other way. For most first time 


moms your labor experience will fall somewhere in the middle but 
there are things that you can do to stack the odds in your favor 
of it being less painful, a little easier and maybe even shorter. For 
years we only had two choices in how we planned to cope with 
labor - pain-free with medication or medication-free and in pain. 
But there’s no reason why you can’t enjoy a more positive and 
gentle birth no matter how your baby arrives on the day — that’s 
why mindset matters so much. Our philosophy has always been that 
a positive birth comes in many forms and is defined by you - not 
friends, family, or the nosy neighbor down the street. But what's 
equally important is that you have a gentle emotional experience of 
pregnancy, birth and the postpartum period. This is a time for self- 
compassion and self-kindness. | invite you to allow GentleBirth to 
provide you with a raft of buoyancy as you navigate the sometimes 
stormy seas that are ahead. 


Let’s get down to basics. You didn’t have to learn how to digest 
your food and you probably never took a class on how to pump 
your heart. By using the practices in this book you're reducing fear 
of birth and replacing it with confidence, you’re going to learn how 
to tune out distractions and tune in to your natural instinct. It’s 
about turning off the negative thought patterns and turning on 
the primal, instinctual part of the brain that makes birth a more 
positive experience. It all sounds complicated but, in reality, it’s 
very simple. In fact, it’s the simplicity of GentleBirth that makes it 
seem too easy. The same part of your brain that controls digestion, 
your breathing, your eyes blinking, making sure just the perfect 
amount of blood gets to every nerve muscle and fiber in your body 
is the same part of the mind that is responsible for reproduction 
and birth. 


The same part of your brain that developed and released the perfect 
egg (for most readers) and created the exact conditions for a healthy 
pregnancy - is the same part of your mind that is responsible for 
the unique hormonal dance between mother and baby that starts 
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labor and helps birth ‘happen’ - without any conscious input from 
you. Most moms are able to work, drive, and attend to life’s day-to- 
day demands without consciously thinking about how to grow their 
baby. You just trusted that your body knew what to do, where to put 
your baby’s eyes, ears, fingers, and toes. You didn’t wake up one 
morning and think to yourself, “| need to grow my baby some ears 
today.” So, after nine months of pregnancy, do our amazing bodies 
just “forget” how to get the baby out? Of course not. 


Your body has incredible potential but in birth just like in life 
sometimes we can be blindsided by an unexpected turn of events or 
an illness and there are times when our body can do some strange 
things. Most books prepare you for the birth you want — | want to 
take things one step further to prepare you for the birth you didn’t 
want. 


“Remember this, for it is as true as true gets: Your 
body is not a lemon. You are not a machine. The 
Creator is not a careless mechanic. Human female 
bodies have the same potential to give birth well as 
aardvarks, lions, rhinoceri, elephants, moose, and 
water buffalo. Even if it has not been your habit 
throughout your life so far, | recommend that you 
learn to think positively about your body.” 

-Ina May Gaskin- 


GentleBirth Mom 


“| spent 14 hours in labor, from my first pain: 11 hours at home 
in the bath, one hour in the car travelling to the hospital, and 
only 2 hours in labor in the hospital -| was 8cm when | arrived. 


Waters hadn't broken, baby was fine, delivered only using 
gas and air, no stitches, was back home in six hours. | think 
practicing your program while | was pregnant did a lot to keep 
me calm and focused, and helped me believe that | could cope 
no matter what happened.” 


| GENTLEBIRTH THROUGH THE AGES 


As early as the 1800s, scientists were discovering that women who 
didn’t expect birth to be a traumatic ordeal tended to have more 
comfortable and shorter labors. 


Here is an excerpt from “Labor among Primitive Peoples” by George 
Julius Engelmann, written in 1882: 


Two or three years ago (1879-1880), an Indian party of Flat Heads and 
Kootenals men, women, and children, set out for a hunting trip. On 
a severely cold winter's day, one of the women, allowing the party 
to proceed, dismounted from her horse, spread an old buffalo robe 
upon the snow and gave birth to a child which was immediately 
followed by the placenta. Having attended to everything as well as 
the circumstances permitted, she wrapped up the young one ina 
blanket, mounted her horse, and overtook the party before they had 
noticed her absence. 


Dr. Grantly Dick-Read tells us about a birth he attended that changed 
his own perception of birth: “In due course, the baby was born. There 
was no fuss or noise. 
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“Everything seemed to have been carried out according to an 
ordered plan. 


“There was only one slight dissension: | tried to persuade my patient 
to let me put the mask over her face and give her some chloroform 
when the head appeared and the dilation of the passages was 
obvious. 


“She, however, resented the suggestion and firmly but kindly refused 
to take this help. It was the first time in my short experience that 
| had ever been refused when offering chloroform. As | was about 
to leave some time later, | asked her why it was that she would not 
use the mask. She did not answer at once, but looked from the old 
woman who had been assisting to the window through which was 
bursting the first light of dawn: It didn’t hurt. It wasn’t meant to, was 
it doctor?” 


Long before his time, Read made the connection between fear and 
the expectation of excessive pain in labor. 


“For far too many, pregnancy and birth is 
still something that happens to them rather 
than something they set out consciously and 

joyfully to do themselves” 
-Sheila Kitzinger- 


| GENTLEBIRTH IN MODERN TIMES 


In more recent times, obstetrician Dr. Michel Odent has been helping 
the world rediscover the needs of the birthing mother and what he 
refers to as “undisturbed birth.” According to Dr. Odent, we must 
focus on the most active part of your physiology in birth - the brain 


and the glands orchestrating the perfect hormonal release to make 
birth more manageable. The same hormones that were present 
when creating your baby (for most moms) are the same hormones 
needed to birth your baby: dim lighting, privacy, and the freedom 
to be yourself. In order for your hormones to work optimally during 
labor, certain conditions need to be met, such as a quiet, relaxed, 
comfortable atmosphere where you feel safe and supported and 
have privacy. Believe it or not, the hormones of romance are also 
the keys to great labors (more on that later). 


You've been practicing (yes practicing) the thoughts of fearful birth 
and excessive pain for a long time so you're probably really good 
at it! Like any bad habit, we can change it, and once you change 
those beliefs your life will never be the same again. TV shows like 
“One Born Every Minute” and even reading lots of dramatic birth 
stories weaken your neuronal network for positive birth. GentleBirth 
reconfigures your brain for emotional wellbeing and a positive birth. 


| WHAT ABOUT DADS? 


Becoming a parent is one of the biggest life transitions we go through 
and, as moms, we're living the experience but dads (life partners) 
are spectators and in our current society — quite uncomfortable 
ones and often forgotten when it comes to paternal postpartum 
depression. Research suggests that 10% of new dads experience 
paternal postpartum depression. 


We're only starting to get to grips with the stigma associated with 
mental wellbeing in pregnancy for moms. It’s so important to keep 
this conversation going to raise awareness but we need to widen 
the circle of support to include dads/partners. The stigma against 
experiencing difficulties in early parenthood Is even higher for men 
than for women. We expect them to be stoic, strong and selfless... 
but when a new dad is having difficulties they're even less likely to 
ask for help. Dads and female birth partners have their own brain 
training within the GentleBirth App. 
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ff YOUR MINDSET MATTERS 


Harvard psychologist Professor Ellen Langer has spent her entire 
career investigating the power of the mind. Langer’s research 
started over 30 years ago, in 1979, when she carried out a ground- 
breaking study. She wanted to know whether recreating a state of 
mind from 20 years earlier would make any changes In the bodies 
of participants. A group of elderly men in their late 70s or 80s were 
recruited for a “week of reminiscence.” Surrounded by props from 
the 50s they were asked to act as If it was actually 1959. They watched 
films, listened to music and discussed news events of the time - all 
as if these things were new and happening right in the present. 


Understandably, Dr. Langer herself had doubts. “You have to 
understand, when these people came to see if they could be in the 
study and they were walking down the hall to get to my office, they 
looked like they were on their last legs, so much so that | said to my 
students, Why are we doing this? It’s too risky.” 


As the week went by Dr. Langer began to notice that they were 
walking faster and their confidence had improved. One man decided 
to do without his walking stick. At the end of the week, they played 
an impromptu game of touch football. 


Physiological measurements were taken both before and after the 
week and showed that the men improved across the board. Their 
gait, dexterity, arthritis, speed of movement, cognitive abilities, 
and memory were all measurably improved. Their blood pressure 
improved and, even more surprisingly, their eyesight and hearing 
got better. The subjects’ joints became more flexible, their posture 
straightened, and the lengths of their fingers, which typically shorten 
with age and arthritis, increased. 


In another example of Langer’s research, she took 84 hotel 
housekeeping staff and told one group of them that the work they 
did (cleaning hotel rooms) was good exercise. She told the control 


group nothing. Four weeks later there were no changes to the 
control group; however, the test group had decreased in weight, 
blood pressure, body fat, waist-to-hip ratio, and body mass index. 
Their work hadn’t changed, so it seems that some new thinking or 
belief in the hotel workers had been enough to change their bodies. 


What were the stories that these elderly men and hotel housekeepers 
were telling themselves? How did their body and brain change so 
much Just by their thoughts? Almost everything you've learned about 
having a baby and maybe breastfeeding was learned “mindlessly” 
years ago before you had the benefit of insight and positive stories. 
Now you do and now you can change that old habit of thought by 
relearning mindfully for a positive birth and parenting experience. 
Optimists have a can-do positive attitude and pessimists tend to 
focus on what they can’t do. A Mayo Clinic study indicates that 
optimists on average live longer than pessimists do. Penn State 
University tracked 120 men who had suffered one heart attack. After 
eight years, they found that 80% of pessimists had died of a second 
attack, compared with 33% of optimists. Other research suggests 
that optimism can lead to success at work school and sports and 
we know it’s an important aspect of preparing for a big event like 
having a baby and becoming a parent. 


| THE GENTLEBIRTH MINDSET 


One of the biggest determining factors in how you will handle a 
challenging event is how you think about your ability to cope with 
the challenges - your mindset. This sentence is worth reading 
several times...let It sink in. The way you envision yourself in labor 
will impact how your labor unfolds. Right now when you imagine 
yourself in labor what does that scene look like? As if you're watching 
yourself on TV... are you calm and focused with your confident, well- 
trained partner by your side? Do you feel strong and determined? If 
it is then you already have a head start! But it’s very possible that 
what you're actually imagining is you wailing on a bed, feeling out 
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of control and terrified with your partner frozen in fear. The good 
news is that all is not lost if you’re currently ‘rehearsing’ a less than 
positive birth experience. It means you're going to get even more out 
of this book. I'll give you a free pass on this occasion as you're brand 
new to GentleBirth but shifting your mindset begins today — right 
now with you noticing what stories are playing out in your mind 
when you think about your baby’s birth...breastfeeding...parenting. 


A mindset is a filter or lens that colors every experience you have. 
It is a set of beliefs that shape your reality including physical 
reactions. We have a constant running commentary going on in 
our mind as our brain is always monitoring and interpreting the 
world around us our experiences but sometimes the interpretation 
isn’t accurate especially when we take things personally. Mindsets 
frame the running commentary in a negative or positive way. The 
GentleBirth mindset creates an internal voice focused on positive 
expectations seeing birth and parenting as a challenge - a challenge 
we can prepare for and become confident in our abilities. 


When we explore the mindset research it's suggested that there 
are two kinds one that is fixed or growth (flexible mindset). A fixed 
mindset Is a voice that says things like “It’s going to be so awful - | 
just know | won't cope, | shouldn't set my expectations so high...why 
even try.” It’s usually quite judgmental too. Parents with a growth 
mindset are more aware of judging themselves and realize it can be 
damaging when preparing for our baby’s birth. Mindfulness helps 
parents become aware of that inner voice and which is the dominant 
mindset - most of us have a mix of both. GentleBirth parents are 
more focused on taking positive experience and learning from 
experience to have the most positive birth possible. They adopt a 
more curious adaptable attitude. 


When we look at mindset and stress the ideal stress response gives 
us energy and focus and motivates us to act in a way that Is healthy 
- itis a motivator to help us reach our goals — a positive birth and 
parenting experience. You might be familiar with the fight/flight 


response (panic and fear) and the oxytocin response (calm and 
connected) but there is another stress response - the challenge- 
response — aka the ‘excite and delight’ response. You can learn how 
to transform a fight/flight response into a challenge-response. Is 
adrenaline all bad? Only if it’s constant and part of fight or flight. 
The challenge-response is healthier for you and your baby. No study 
shows that an absence of stress response improves our lives as nice 
as It sounds. We can’t eliminate stress but we can transform it. All 
studies show the stress response is enhanced with the presence of 
the challenge-response. So how does that translate into preparing 
for birth? There is a fine line between feeling excited and running 
from a scary bear but you can ‘get good’ at stress. 


A University of New Orleans study compared novice and experienced 
skydivers...you might think that the experienced skydivers would 
have a lower heart rate given their years of experience but their 
heart rate was higher. The more excited they were the bigger their 
‘excite and delight’ response. We’re approaching birth/parenting as 
a challenge. We recognize that your true potential is unknown but 
a positive birth is 100% achievable with the right mindset during 
one of the most challenging times of your life. In the challenge- 
response your body acts as if you're exercising...your blood vessels 
expand and your critical thinking brain remains active. In a fight/ 
flight response, the blood vessels constrict making our body and 
brain work against us In labor. Emotionally you feel afraid and that 
primary goal is to protect and survive...in a challenge-response, 
you feel excited and energized...it’s not about escaping a threat but 
going after what you want - and rocking your birth! A little anxiety Is 
a good thing especially in the last few weeks of pregnancy — you’re 
about to go through a huge life-changing experience. Surgeons are 
more focused and have improved fine motor skills in a challenge- 
response. Studies also show that pilots have safer landings in a 
flight simulator when the challenge-response is Initiated as they 
can access the neo-cortex (the critical thinking part of the brain). 
Right from the beginning of your pregnancy (or starting today) 
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immerse yourself in positive birth stories and get your birth 
team in place. Focus on your resources and previous experiences 
overcoming stressful events. We always see a huge mindset shift 
after our workshops. You start to engage the challenge-response 
and are ready to rock your birth. When labor starts that fast beating 
heart means you are getting ready to take on that challenge - it is 
oxygenating your muscles and bringing nutrients to your body for 
the work of labor. Reframing that fast beating heart is essential - It 
is giving you energy rather than panic. It’s so much easier to move 
from challenge-response to calm and connected - especially in 
early labor when it’s important to conserve energy. 


Here are a couple of ways to cultivate your new mindset for stress. 
This is not just for labor but for life. 


Notice the stress — notice how it’s affecting you..just noticing it 
means you can do something about it. 


Recognize that stress is letting you know this is something you really 
care about. 


Learn from any setbacks or bumps in the road and control the 
controllables. 


Be aware of your internal voice and act on it based on your individual 
preferences...maybe that is to change birth preferences, find a new 
care-provider, hire a doula etc. 


Try to tune into the helpful and unhelpful voices in your head and 
practice focusing and acting on the growth mindset (here’s a hint - 
it’s the internal narrator that makes you feel good). 


| WHAT IS YOUR MINDSET TODAY? 


Being able to identify our dominant mindset is really helpful. My 
youngest son Cooper has been learning about mindset in school 
and it’s making a huge difference to his confidence. If you think you 


have a fixed mindset don’t worry you can learn how to channel those 
thoughts into a more positive mindset. Let me help you do that. 


A parent with a more fixed mindset would say something like “I 
don’t think | can do this, | don’t think | can even try.’ 


A growth mindset would say. “I don’t know if | can do this but | will 
stack the odds In my favor and learn more so | can build my birth 
toolkit.” 


A fixed mindset would have more thoughts like ‘what if you scream 
in labor, what will everyone think - I'll be so embarrassed’. 


A growth mindset would say - ‘lots of GentleBirth moms make noise 
in labor - it can be a great coping mechanism — think of the tennis 
players and weight lifters who use sounds to help them’ 


A fixed mindset would say — ‘if you don’t try you can just keep your 
dignity... and no embarrassment...what will your family think’? 


A growth mindset would be thinking - ‘If | don’t give it my best 
shot I'll never know what my limits are or how strong | am - does it 
matter what my family thinks? | will know that | will have done my 
best for my baby’. 


A fixed mindset would say - ‘I should just do what the doctor says’...a 
growth mindset would say ‘| am the expert on my baby — basketball 
wasn’t easy for Michael Jordan but he was committed and what the 
nurse suggested just didn’t feel right for me — | think | need to ask 
for more information? 


When feeling criticized a fixed mindset would say ‘it wasn’t my 
fault!...1t was someone else’s or something else’s fault. Amom with a 
growth mindset would say ‘if | don’t take responsibility | can’t make 
improvements — they mean well and I'll listen to them — I’m sure | 
can take away something positive’. 
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As you become aware of these voices you'll see where your focus Is... 
and adjust it in the coming weeks. When you can hear both voices 
and then act on the growth mindset your whole experience of 
pregnancy and parenting will change. See how It works for you over 
the coming weeks. Listen in to your own self-talk and determine 
what your mindset is and whether you lean toward a growth or fixed 
mindset....and as you listen in ...challenge some of 


those fixed thoughts and consider what action can you take to move 
toward a more growth-focused mindset. 


Use the 3 Ps Throughout Your Pregnancy 


e _ Focus on the Present 
e __ Focus on the Positive 
e Focus on the Process 


| THE CHAMPIONS MINDSET FOR MOTHERHOOD 


Muhammad Ali was only 22 years of age when he fought Sonny 
Liston. Back then — boxing experts relied on physical measurements 
called tales of the tape to determine how good a boxer was. It 
measured reach, weight, chest measurements, fist size. However, Ali 
didn’t really measure up — at least physically. Experts didn’t give him 
a chance. Sonny Liston seemed to have it all ..the matchup was so 
ludicrous the arena was only half full. Apart from Ali’s speed, his 
mind was his biggest asset. He studied Sonny and tried to get into 
Sonny Liston’s mind and then turned it against him. Why did Ali 
appear to go crazy before each fight? The most powerful punch was 
the one you didn’t see coming. Ali wanted Liston to think he was 
mentally unstable and was capable of anything so he played on 
Sonny’s fears. According to Ali speaking about Liston, ‘all he could 
see was all mouth..that was all | wanted him to see’ Ali definitely 
looked powerful but his mind was even more powerful. When you 
look at photos of Ali we tend to think about his physical fitness 
instead of his mental fitness. His heart rate and blood pressure 


were off the chart right before the fight and it was almost canceled... 
(sounds like a challenge-response to me - this was not fight flight 
or panic...this was Ali getting ready to rock Sonny Liston’s world). He 
predicted he would win in 8 but he won in 6. He used little rhymes 
to upset his competitors...’round 8 to prove |’m great’. 


Another elite athlete, Michael Jordan the NBA basketball player had 
a unique mindset. He never made the school team or the first NBA 
teams. According to Jordan, “the mental toughness and heart are a 
lot stronger than the physical advantage you might have.” But most 
people only see the physical perfection that led to his greatness, 
not his mindset. The GentleBirth mindset continues to astound me 
- the confidence that GentleBirth parents exude after a workshop 
especially when they are faced with setbacks..there is no question 
that these moms have had a shift in mindset and the partners too. 
They leave the workshop filled with confidence that they will be 
able to handle the challenges ahead - there is an unwavering belief 
that they can handle anything that comes their way on the big day. 


HOW TO STOP NEGATIVE 
THINKING IN PREGNANCY 


You can’t. The end. 


Trying to NOT think about that time you embarrassed yourself in 
front of the whole office just doesn’t work. And trying to suppress 
thoughts about pooping in labor is like holding a beach ball under 
water...it will come back to hit you in the face (the beach ball not 
the poop). Suppressed thoughts rebound even more intensively 
and more frequently. In this segment, you're going to learn lots of 
simple strategies that with a little practice can raise your level of 
pregnancy and parenting enjoyment significantly. Leaning on your 
partner during pregnancy and the postpartum weeks is important 
but wouldn't it be wonderful to have even more of your own inner 
resources available to you in those few months. 
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Ok so you can’t Just stop every single negative thought you have but 
you can avoid hanging with the Negative Nellies. 


Imagine you have a few weeks to your EDD (aka your guess date) 
and you are so excited for labor to begin you can’t stand it. Then 
one day during lunch a colleague starts throwing shade about how 
she took one of those ‘natural birth’ classes and it all went out the 
window as soon as she felt that first contraction and reminds you 
that there’s ‘no medals for going without... (you get the picture). 


Conversations with NNs (Negative Nellies) are exhausting. Before 
you know it you've taken the bait. You find yourself defending your 
choices, digging your heels in and ultimately putting more pressure 
on yourself as you resolve to “show them”. 


It takes self restraint but the more you engage with these Negative 
Nellies you'll find yourself being less blissed and more stressed in 
the coming weeks. 


STRATEGIES FOR DEALING 
WITH NEGATIVE NELLIES 


Avoid them whenever possible. Research shows that repeated 
exposure to stimuli that causes strong negative emotions is bad for 
your health (and your baby’s). Think of it this way - if the Negative 
Nelly was a smoker would you sit there through your lunch break 
and inhale their second-hand smoke? Nope. 


If you can’t avoid them and have to work with them at a minimum 
avoid discussions about birth/breastfeeding and vaccinations. 
These are a sure fire way to poke the mama bear. When they ask if 
you're getting the epidural just smile and say “I’m not ruling it out. 
We'll see how we go on the day”. Then quickly change the topic to 
Game of Thrones. 


Find your positive birth ‘tribe’ - it takes a village but it’s the village 
idiots that you need to watch out for. Hang out with likeminded 
moms in person and virtually. 


If you’ve been to a GentleBirth class your partner will know the 
importance of running interference on these kinds of discussions at 
family gatherings. These are a hot spot for NNs so be alert especially if 
you're a first time mom. NNs have a built in tracking system to find you 
and make you miserable. Most of the time your Cocoon of Calm practice 
can render you invisible to their radar - the more practice you do the 
less penetrable your cocoon is to them (like water off a ducks back). 


Choose your battles: Your OB suggests that giving birth on the bed 
is easier for everyone and he can prevent you having a tear. Smile 
and nod....and smile even more as you change to a more supportive 
hospital/OB/Midwife. 


Don't take it personally NNs haven't had the benefit of brain training 
for birth to rewire their brains so they're not as emotionally and 
mentally fit for birth as you are. When the Negative Nellies throw 
down the gauntlet - take a breath and step over it (this is a great 
opportunity to practice slow controlled breathing). 


Be kind, it’s not your job to turn everyone into Positive Pollies — 
that’s mine. 


Share the love and recommend my book to them. 


| MEDITATION - IT’S NOT WHAT YOU THINK 


In the next few pages I’m going to share some of the benefits of 
meditation (and there are plenty) but if you have an aversion to 
what you think meditation is and are about to skip ahead to signs 
of labor here it Is. 
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Ina nutshell 


Yes there are plenty of demonstrated benefits from learning 
how to meditate but they are secondary to the real reason 
meditation is such an important tool for women in particular. 
Practicing meditation helps you notice all the BS the voice in 
your head tries to convince you is true. This is as far from a 
relaxation technique as you can get. If you can get to grips in 
pregnancy with the fact that your mind lies to you - you have 
NO IDEA how much more empowered you'll feel in those long 
challenging weeks after your baby arrives. When that voice is 
telling you what a crap mom you are, how awful your body 
looks (insert additional various insults here) and you realize 
you don't have to take the bait - it’s life changing. 


The Scene: Tracy the Midwife Is frantically trying to finish up a project 
that was due yesterday. She hasn't eaten since early morning - it’s 
now 2.40pm 


Actors: Tracy (played by herself) 
VIMH (Voice in My Head) played by my judgy mind. 


Tracy: Sh*t | forgot to pick up Jack from school (as she frantically 
grabs her keys and races to the car). 


VIMH: Ugh AGAIN??? You're such a crap mom, how can any mother 
forget to pick up their own kid from school? You suck. 


Tracy: | must be the only mom to ever do this. | suck (metaphorically 
beats herself with a big stick for perceived parenting inadequacies). 


VIMH: Can’t argue there, no awards for mother of the year for 
you. What if he’s kidnapped — how could you live with yourself if 
something happened to him? 


These kinds of ‘conversations’ are happening every waking hour, so 
although the scene may be different for you the tone Is usually arsey 
(unkind, mean, critical and judgy). When you practice meditation the 
scene and how you feel about the scene changes. 


VIMH (Voice in My Head) played by my judgy mind. 


Tracy: Sh*t | forgot to pick Jack up from school (as she frantically 
grabs her keys and races to the car). 


VIMH: Ugh AGAIN? You’re such a crap mom, how can any mother 
forget to pick up their own kid from school? You suck. 


Tracy: Well hello to you too evil twin, it’s been a while. | was wondering 
when you'd show up again. Thank you for ‘insightful’ feedback on 
my parenting skills as always but | think I'll cut myself some slack 
today. It’s been a crazy day and Jack is 14 not 4 - waiting an extra 10 
minutes at school isn’t the end of the world. Sh*t happens and I’m 
not the first mom to ever do this and | definitely won't be the last. 


VIMH: Errrr ok (hair flip and VIHM exits stage left). 


Scene fades —- Tracy notices the unwanted negative opinion of her 
‘evil twin’ (more on that later) and with a friendly but no nonsense 
attitude cuts the interaction short and cuts herself some slack. 


Meditation makes your mind a stage - and your thoughts and 
feelings are the actors but you get to see who the actors are (the 
evil ones tend to read from the same judgy script). Just like great 
Pantomimes the character we love (awareness) will help you see the 
villains ‘it’s BEHIND YOU’ when VIMH tries to sneak up on you and 
hijack your wellbeing. 


Are you still with me? Good then let’s learn more. 
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| NO MOUNTAIN TOP REQUIRED 


You probably think your mind is too busy to practice meditation 
or you're too strong willed, too fidgety or you think you have to 
listen to pan pipes. The word “mindfulness” can bring up images of 
sitting cross-legged in front of crystals chanting ‘OM’ while silently 
wrestling with your mind to stop thinking. It’s not a religion and It 
requires no special clothing or difficult training. But it does take 
patience, persistence and a very forgiving attitude. As someone who 
multitasks In my sleep, calming my brain ‘chatter’ can be hard work. 
Sitting still for five minutes without your phone, TV, or iPad can be 
challenging for many of us these days. Remember that last time 
your Wi-Fi went down during an important project (or TV show)... 
amplify that feeling x 10. Not a good feeling. 


Most of us tend to go through life on autopilot with our head in 
the past, reliving a past experience, or in the future, worrying about 
what's going to happen. We have to learn how to train ourselves to 
let stressful thoughts go and stop trying to wrestle with our minds 
to change the way we think we ‘should’ feel about pregnancy, birth, 
and parenting especially if you're not enjoying this time in your life 
as much as you think you should. Mindfulness in a nutshell is about 
focus —- where you put it determines how good you feel and I'll take 
a wild guess that feeling good is important to you. 


“Let thoughts come and go. 


Just don’t serve them tea.” 
-Shunryn Suzuki- 


In other words don’t spend too much time entertaining these 
unwelcome ‘visitors’ especially if they are stressing you out. Before 
| started meditating | used to not just serve them tea but a whole 


four-course meal, | still do it every so often —- some days are Just 
easier than others. 


In every single experience you have in pregnancy and, as anew parent, 
there are three basic elements; Your thoughts, your feelings and the 
sensations in your body. As you're reading this page you're having 
thoughts about what you're reading or maybe you're thinking about 
dinner. You may also be having an emotional response to a birth 
story and you're also experiencing some sensations in your body 
(you just might not have been aware of them until | mentioned it). 
Maybe you're feeling your baby’s kicks...or your back feels stiff. When 
you are feeling anxious you can probably feel your heart beating 
faster and your breathing getting faster. When you are meditating 
we start with these three elements. Remember - thoughts, feelings 
and sensations are the key to mindfulness practice. 


In a fascinating experiment, a group of participants was given the 
choice between sitting in a room alone with their thoughts for 
several minutes with no distractions or they could choose to give 
themselves a mild electric shock - Y% of the women and 2/3 of the 
men chose to zap themselves. (Answers the question of which sex 
is the more ‘evolved’). The researchers did find some correlation 
between mindfulness and the ability to entertain ourselves. I'll take 
a short mindfulness session over an electric shock any day (wonder 
what my husband thinks...). 


| AUTOPILOT 


Your brain has a brilliant way of creating ‘shortcuts’ that makes 
your life so much easier. Imagine having to learn how to walk every 
morning, or how to drive your car? Thankfully once you've mastered 
these skills your brain creates a shortcut (like a shortcut you might 
have on your desktop) to access certain programs. These shortcuts 
free up our brain’s resources so you can multitask, but we’re now 
learning that all of this multitasking that we’ve become so used to 
bragging about may not be all that healthy for us. 
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See how often you can catch yourself on autopilot today. We've all 
had the experiences of putting our keys down and not being able 
to find them or walking into a room and forgetting what you went 
in there for. It would be easy to blame this on pregnancy brain but 
this is also you running on autopilot — you are so immersed in the 
next activity or what happened yesterday that you are physically 
doing the actions but you're not “there.” Mindfulness just means 
you are being present on purpose you're paying attention to what 
you're doing at this very moment - on purpose. You are choosing to 
be completely absorbed in your current activity brushing your teeth 
having a shower washing the dishes. These may not be the most 
exciting activities of your life but paying attention to them as you do 
them stops your mind jumping from the past into the future looking 
for all the regrettable decisions you've ever made. 


For just a moment or two, notice where your feet are. Are they 
connected to the floor? Can you feel the carpet under your feet? 
Or maybe you can notice the temperature of your toes. Now notice 
the way your back feels against the chair, don’t change position, 
just notice It. See - you're practicing mindfulness already and not 
a whiff of incense in the air! Take baby steps and try being mindful 
while you’re drinking your coffee today; notice the temperature on 
your lips and tongue, the taste or, as you walk to your car, notice 
how your muscles move effortlessly over the ground. Sense how 
your feet feel in your shoes ... are they warm or cold? As you take 
a bite of your sandwich - slow down and really taste the different 
flavors the textures how your Jaw chews and the sensation of 
swallowing that bite. Savor the taste and, more important, savor 
the moment. Mindlessness (autopilot) is a habit, an unhealthy one, 
but mindfulness is like a muscle that gets stronger the more you 
practice. Try a few of these exercises today and notice how your 
mind itches to run away as soon as you take your focus away from 
that moment. When you notice your mind making a quick exit to 
think of all the things it believes you should be doing, be easy with 


